THE WAR AGAINST EVEREST
oh, sir, I have discovered the highest mountain in the world!"
is probably a subaltern's mess-room yarn, but it is good enough
to go on with.
Until the Survey of India discovered in 1852 that Mount
Everest was the highest mountain in the world, it is shown
as a black dot on a blank chart connected to India by a series
of triangles, very dry and uninteresting and labelled with a
supreme lack of imagination as Peak XV.
To fix geographically any mountain it is essential to ascertain
by observation with theodolites, the position of its summit in
regard to three dimensions of space. Its distance east of Green-
wich and north from the Equator must be determined, as also
its height above the level of the Bay of Bengal, near Calcutta.
These two measurements were of no special interest to the
expedition, since nothing short of a formidable error in the
longitude or latitude of die peak could have affected the navi-
gation of the aeroplanes. Had the summit been found a mile
away from its position on the map, the pilot would have
ascribed the inaccuracy to an error on the part of the observer
in measuring die angle of drift, whilst die observer would
doubtless have put the blame on the pilot's steering. In any
case, a discrepancy of even a mile would have been a relatively
large one, whether due in the first instance to inaccurate
triangulation or to inexact navigation in the actual flight.
The height of the mountain was a different matter, because
it might possibly have been three or four hundred feet higher
than the 29,002 feet, with which it was credited by the obser-
vations of 1846-1849.
This three or four hundred feet might have been a factor of
sufficient importance to warrant consideration in the initial
planning of the flight, as affecting the margin with which an
aeroplane of given performance would clear the summit.
There were several original observations, taken fiom Jirol
Mirzapur, Joafpati, Ladnia, Harpur and Minai in 1849 and
1850; angles up from the horizontal to the top of the mountain
were measured therefrom with theodolites, the distances from
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